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Welcome 

Thank co-ordinators: Lynne Swanick, Catherine Louis, Angela Raasch
Thank programme committee: Tina Bebbington, Dora Nipp, Karen Turko, Ray Lee, Judy Loosmore, Kate Russell, Lynn Swanick
Thank Sponsors: SFU SFU Library SFU Bookstore, Explorasian, Vancouver Public Library CARL/ABRC, U. Calgary Information Services, Multicultural History Society of Ontario, University of Toronto Library, Library and Archives Canada, Sien Lok Society of Calgary, OCLC Canada, Thomson/Gale, Alexander Street Press, Gibson Library Connections, EBSCO Canada, Proquest

With the Explorasian festival, May has been a month of celebration. It is fitting that this conference be held on the cusp of the Explorasian festival, in Vancouver, as some 45% of the Vancouver metropolitan area have their single point of origin in Asian, and upwards of another 15% are from other parts of the world other than Great Britain or France.

We understand and value the importance of representing the entirety of Canada’s cultural communities in our country’s history. It forms part of all our stories and explains who we are today as a country. 

How do we go about including these stories in our culture and in our consciousness? We (that is, community, students, researchers, government) need to have access to the resources which tell the stories. These can be oral histories, newspapers, government records, photographs, radio/TV interviews, and individual family papers. 

What is the point of digitizing (at some cost) what may already be housed in archives or libraries or museums? Digitization of these materials makes them live. They are accessible to every Canadian and may be searched by person event or timeline. When John Keenlyside, who donated a collection of Doukhobor material to the SFU Library, learned that we planned to digitize it some years ago, as a first Multicultural Canada project  (and I don’t mind telling you I was nervous about what this avid collector might think) his response was ‘Thanx a million, thrilling to have some of this stuff at (my) fingertips. A donor’s worst fear is that the resources they valued will wind up in a basement somewhere.’

Not everything is contained within one of our ‘memory institutions’. It may be in someone’s home or indeed still locked in the minds of our elders. While wishing to keep the original material, they may be willing to share the contents more broadly through digitization, as are the Southern Alberta Chinese in the Sien Lok Society - Multicultural Canada Project. Each one of these personal records or memories forms a key part of the historical entirety within which we think and live. 

To have true worth in the wider context, these materials need to be accessible for students, researchers and community to study and use. And even if they are in a museum, archive or library, physical access is not always possible for a variety of reasons. Not least are geographic and time constraints but there are others. 

Let’s take newspapers. There are fairly comprehensive indexes to the events and opinions recorded in Canadian English and French newspapers both present and past. These indexes are available in microfiche form and in many cases are even searchable online and in some cases the actual articles are online. Think of what this means for the student researching a particular event such as Dr. Sun Yat-Sen’s passing in 1925. It’s possible using the BC Newspaper Index to find it reported in the Vancouver Sun, but to find the report in the Chinese Times, you have to know the precise date, and wind through the preceding and following days on Microfilm to read all the details. 

What can digitization do to rectify this? SFU Library is digitizing the Chinese Times microfilm images and building, using software technology, an index which will enable you to enter the Chinese characters (as you might with Google) and thereby pull up at once all of the articles relating to that visit in the Chinese Times. It is thanks to the Chinese Freemasons of Canada, who hold the copyright, that we are able to do so…. Even more wonderful, as part of the 1970 book ‘From China to Canada’, Dr. Edgar Wickberg’s students prepared summaries of all the local stories from the Chinese times in English. These have been computerized, and will be used to provide an English language index and summary of the paper’s contents as well as a link to the original newspaper page. 

What is ‘Multicultural Canada’? It is a loose consortium of institutions and individuals who are engaged in the digital preservation and access of online resources for Canada’s cultural groups – Chinese, Doukhobor, Japanese, Icelandic. This takes two forms: a sharing of information and advice, and joint projects and grant proposals/fundraising. The initial Multicultural Canada group included the Sien Lok Society of Calgary, U Calgary Information Resources, MHSO, Vancouver Public Library, University of Victoria Library, CCHSBC U of Toronto Library, CIDL and Alouette Canada. There are many others who share our dreams and aspirations and who we work with including UBC, U Manitoba,  and not least, LAC-BAC. You will hear about a number of projects over the course of the next two days. Together they form a knowledge base of online resources which help us represent Canada’s multicultural diversity and history to ourselves and to the world.

Which leads me to the next story and introduction of our keynote speaker. A couple of years ago Dr. Peter Ward and Dr. Henry Yu of UBC received funding for research projects related to their fields of study. A relatively small part of the project involved entering the information contained in the infamous head tax registers (now on microfilm) into an Excel spread sheet. Think of the value of this information in the present context of Head Tax compensation, now that it can be searched not only by date but by name, place of origin, height etc, particularly when it iscombined with the work that LAC has undertaken to digitize those images.

Which leads me to introduce our speaker this evening. Dr. Henry Yu aka ‘Henry’ is the ideal combination of community member and academic. ‘Henry’ is both a second and fourth generation Canadian. His parents were first generation immigrants who came from the Peoples Republic of China, joining a grandfather who had spent almost his entire life in Canada. His great-grandfathers were early Chinese pioneers in North America and Australia, part of larger networks of migrants who left Zhongshan county in Guangdong province in South China and settled around the Pacific. 

‘Dr. Yu’ attended the University of British Columbia and received an MA and PhD from Princeton University. He taught for over ten years in the History Department and Asian American Studies Center at  UCLA. He has also been Visiting Professor at Yale University and the University of Pennsylvania, and has held research fellowships at Wesleyan University and the University of California Humanities Research Institute. Recently, Yu returned to UBC to build a program focusing on the history of Chinese and other Asian Canadian migrant communities in British Columbia. Welcome Henry.
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